This paper firstly presents a brief overview of the complex environment of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region in the context of disaster risk reduction (DRR), analyzing characteristics of the major hazards and actors involved. Secondly, it argues that the SADC Water Division and International River Basin Organizations (RBOs) in Southern Africa can play a crucial role in DRR in the water sector, providing a platform where agreements on data and information sharing are reached, best practices are exchanged, policies harmonized, new collaboration mechanisms are discussed, and coordinated interventions are decided upon. Moreover, RBOs can facilitate the adoption of basin-wide Integrated Water Resource Management plans, building on the pillars of economic efficiency, social equity and environmental sustainability with the result of reducing hazards and increasing resilience. RBOs can represent the shared interests of riparian states from a basin perspective to other international actors. To achieve these goals, RBOs in Southern Africa face significant challenges: broadening stakeholder participation, gaining buy-in from Member States on their representation and facilitation of specific matters. Possible approaches to overcome these challenges will be suggested in this paper.
Occurrence of hazards
The combined effect of climate change and anthropogenic intervention is causing increasing hydrological hazards in Southern Africa. Under climate change conditions many Southern Africa basins, such as the Zambezi, will likely experience dryer and more prolonged drought periods and more extreme floods (Boko et al. ; Beilfuss ) . Infrastructure development has also altered the natural cycle of floods and drought in specific segments of the rivers, which results in a change of the types of hazards to which the population is exposed (German International Cooperation -GIZ ).
This situation is aggravated by new hazards such as high levels of pollution due to productive activities (e.g. mines, industries, intensive agriculture) and disruption of ecosystem equilibrium resulting in reduced capacity of the ecosystem to provide regulatory services like purification and flood attenuation (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment ).
Exposure
Regional population growth causes increased competition on land for agriculture, housing and environment, thus reducing the capacity of seasonal population migration and inducing extended and prolonged use of flood prone areas for agriculture. In addition, infrastructure development has changed the perception of risk in the population. For example flood-plain farmers of the lower Zambezi have resettled close to the river's main stem, because the elimination of medium-sized flooding events has given them the erroneous perception that the existing dams can control the floods, thus resulting in greater damage and losses in the case of larger flooding events.
Vulnerability
The vulnerability of Southern Africa's rural communities is high due to several factors: endemic poverty, high dependency on rain-fed agriculture, limited access to capital and markets, limited infrastructure and technology availability, as well as complex government systems and political instability (Boko et al. ) . Moreover many river basins in the region are already classified as 'stressed' (Vörösmarty et al. ) and therefore are more vulnerable to climate variation. Increased population vulnerability is also due to the increase of small but recurrent hazards causing more cumulative impacts than some of the large events; this is because the frequency of the smaller events leaves communities with little or no time to recover in between.
THE CONCEPT OF DISASTER RISK REDUCTION (DRR)
Southern Africa's complex context needs a holistic approach to manage disaster risk which includes interventions that aim both at reducing the vulnerability and exposure to disasters, and increasing the response capacity and recovery after a disaster. The UNISDR defines DRR as: • Ensure that DRR is a national and a local priority with a strong institutional basis for implementation.
• Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning.
• Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience at all levels.
• Reduce the underlying risk factors.
• Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels.
The 'Hyogo Framework for Action' confirms that each 
CHALLENGES AND THE WAY FORWARD
The SADC Secretariat is a relatively young institution, which in the last 20 years has set up the legal framework required for regional integration and facilitated an enabling environment. Regional integration, as well as cooperation in relevant sectors (e.g. water management and DRR), is the result of a continuous and long process that requires The mandate of RBOs to advise on the optimal, equi- 
